WAYS OF READING – NARRATIVE (CSEN4011)
(PETER MITCHELL)



LECTURE 5: Community, Society and Nationhood

(1)	The lecture explores questions of whether and if so how a sense of community can be related to narrative and to narrative fiction. To do this we can look at representations of community in Things Fall Apart, exploring the ways in which a sense of community is supported and its identity conveyed by the distinctive cultural practice of oral story-telling.

(2)	Things Fall Apart is a post-colonial novel, which emerged out of the changing political climate of the lands around the Congo in West Africa. The fictional narrative traces the effects of early contact with white colonisers on the community of the Ibo. And the novel was published in 1959, the year after the establishment of Nigeria’s independence from Britain as a nation. In considering the transition from Ibo community to ‘modern’ society in the transformation of Nigeria, we can relate ideas about both of these forms of bond between people – community and society – to ideas of nationhood. 

(3)	Ferdinand Tönnie, Community and Society (1887): the community is ‘“obligatory” in membership, hierarchical and usually based on a simple rural economy’; whereas society is ‘made up of relatively “free associations” which “exist for the specific interests of individual members” rather than for a “community”’.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Neil McEwan, Africa and the Novel (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press, 1983) p. 31 [copy available from tutor]] 

 
(4)	“In fact the narrator discreetly merges two voices, one of which belongs to the village-world and the other to a more urbane Nigerian of 1958. The first is almost a ‘communal’ speaker, as though several villagers who had known Okwonkwo [sic] were contributing their recollections to be edited and recast. The editorial voice, which becomes increasingly intrusive towards the end, can comment from beyond the villagers’ standpoint; for him the people of Umuofia are ‘they’ rather than ‘we’; and the Ibo are a larger people within Nigeria.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  McEwan, p. 22.] 


(5)	Benedict Anderson: the nation is an imagined political community.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, revised edition (London: Verso, 1983; 2nd edition, 1991; seventh impression, 1996) [321.8 AND]] 


(6)	The emergence of the nation in Europe towards the end of the eighteenth century is coterminous with the transformation of the ‘unselfconscious coherence’ of community into a social organization made up of relatively free associations; that is, the transformation of community into society. The reality of the nation is that as a concept it arises from within societies, not communities, but nations are nevertheless imagined as communities of members. Communities like that of Umuofia are frequently bound together by their small physical scale and a belief shared by their members in the relatively large spiritual dimension of daily life. But in fact communities are often religiously imagined.

(7)	It may be that ideas of community and therefore of nationhood are not merely conveyed or expressed in fictional or folk narratives, but that they depend on foundational stories that are partly or wholly fictional. A sense of community, such as the village or Ibo communities, may be not only sustained but created by narratives, some of which may be narratives of origin. Chapter One of Things Fall Apart compares the fierceness of the wrestling match between Okonkwo and Amalinze the Cat, with that between the founder of the town and a spirit of the wild. 

(8)	If a sense of community, and by implication nationhood, is created and sustained by narrative, this important aspect of the cultural code, this ‘body of maxims and prejudices which constitute a vision of the world’, is also conceivably communicated and generated where it did not formerly exist through narratives. Narrative fiction has been used not only to help create and to defend a sense of community and of nationhood; it has also been used in education to further the colonial expansion of nations. ‘One of the main features of imperial oppression is control over language.’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths & Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures, New Accents series (London: Routledge, 1989), p. 7 [828.99 ASH].] 



